Channing and Simpson in Edinburgh by Thoms, Herbert
New Haven, Connecticut
CNANNING AND SIMPSON IN EDINBURGH
In August of 1852 Dr. Walter Channing, professor of obstetrics and medical
jurisprudence at Harvard Medical School, was about to finish an extensive
tour of Europe, having left Boston early in May of that year. He was sixty-
six at the time, and almost a half century had passed since his previous trip
to that continent where as a medical student he studied in Edinburgh and
London. The trip had taken him as far east as Moscow and St. Petersburg,
north to Denmark, and south to Spain. On August 9th he was again in
London, a city greatly changed over the years, "streets, squares and bridges
-yes, London Bridge was not in its place. It had floated off down stream."
Channing's present destination was Edinburgh where he intended to catch
his breath before going on to other parts of Britain, including Ireland. At
Edinburgh the crowning event of his trip was to take place-a meeting with
Professor James Y. Simpson, the first to use chloroform in childbirth. On
separate continents and practically alone, these two great champions of the
use of anesthesia in childbirth had each fought a bitter battle against
prejudice and bigotry, a battle now all but won. They had much to say to
each other.
At the time of Channing's visit Simpson was forty-one and at the height
of his popularity and fame, although his baronetcy was a few years off and
the most important single event since the discovery of anesthesia-the ad-
ministration of chloroform to Queen Victoria during the birth of her fourth
child, Prince Leopold-was six months away. For the women of Britain,
this settled the matter for all time.
Their memorable meeting is described to some extent by Channing in a
book called A Physician's Vacation, published in 1856. It is a travel classic
of the period, the only flaw in its excellence being the author's flare for
anonymity. Investigation, however, sometimes aided by 'slips' of the
author himself, has filled in many of these omissions.
Walter Channing has numerous claims to present-day interest. He was
Harvard's first medical dean, he was the first to describe the disease called
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pregnancy anemia, he was primarily responsible for the founding of the
Boston Lying-In Hospital, he was a noted Shakespearean scholar, and he
was the father of Ellery Channing, poet and intimate of Thoreau. But his
greatest claim rests in his single-handed role in introducing anesthesia in
childbirth in this country. Channing in America and Simpson in Europe
are the two names always associated in the struggle for the general adoption
of this means of reducing suffering in childbirth.
Except that he was born in Newport, Rhode Island, Channing had all
the attributes of a Boston Brahmin. Both sides of his family had the
"proper" background, his father being an eminent attorney and his mother
a daughter of one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, William
Ellery. He was one of three distinguished brothers, all graduates of Har-
vard. One was the Reverend William Ellery Channing, the great Apostle
oi Unitarianism and famous preacher of his time. The other was Edward T.
Channing who influenced generations of students as professor of rhetoric at
Harvard. There was one slight stain on Walter's Harvard escutcheon-his
failure to receive his bachelor's degree on time because of his involvement in
the student riot of 1807, but this was erased by the authorities a half century
later, and the degree was granted "as of the Class of 1808."
On August 12, 1852 Channing was in Edinburgh gazing at Steedman's
Lodgings on College Street where he had lived as a student. Changes had
taken place here, too, but looking upward to the famous castle he says he
felt at home. Channing took rooms at Gibbs' on Princes Street and after an
early dinner went out for a stroll which ended at 52 Queen Street, Simpson's
residence. Here he left his card and a letter. Within an hour of his return
to the hotel his landlord appeared at the door with a companion who was
introduced as Professor Simpson. Simpson insisted that Channing accom-
pany him at once, his carriage being at the door. Channing, considerably
overwhelmed, asked Gibbs what he should do and was informed that in
Edinburgh everyone did pretty much as the Professor said. Within a matter
of minutes Channing was in residence at No. 52 Queen Street, bag and
baggage. This was characteristic of Simpson who was used to carrying
everything before him. From this time on he took complete charge of
Channing who remained his house guest for a month, forgetting Ireland and
other plans.
Channing's account of his visit to Simpson is important to us, for here for
the first time we see Simpson through the eyes of an American doctor. It
is probable that no other guest of the great man ever saw him at closer
range or over so extended a period. Channing saw patients with him, made
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professional calls, went on excursions, attended social gatherings, and
shared his family life. His description of Simpson's professional activities,
fantastic as they appear to us, is corroborated by others. Simpson's office
consultations, which lasted all afternoon until the dinner hour, brought
crowds of patients filling many rooms; fifty and sixty patients in an after-
noon was nothing rare.
As these men and women arrived, often in the morning, they were
separated by an assistant into 'pay' and 'non-pay' groups, and there were
many of the latter. Each member of a group drew a ticket for priority and
each entered the consulting room as his number was called. Simpson's
medical assistant took dictation, wrote prescriptions, and aided in the exam-
ination. Channing spoke of these sessions as home-clinics and wrote that
he was learning much that would aid him in future practice. In the field of
women's diseases Simpson was probably the foremost clinician of his time.
He is often referred to as the father of gynecology. Under his guidance
Channing was seeing a variety of cases not possible in the restricted clinics
and hospital facilities of his own country.
Simpson liked Americans and American ways. It was the discovery of
ether which had set him off on the series of investigations aimed to find a
less irritating anesthetic. Although Channing was much older, Simpson was
uindoubtedly attracted to his guest, a polished gentleman with a fine sense of
humor. It is interesting to note that both enjoyed amateur theatricals and
that charades in the Simpson household was a popular game. Channing was
young at sixty-six and always remained so.
Channing gives us this picture of his host.
He is short, stout with small feet, and his step is short and very quick. I have to run
somewhat not to lose him. Let me finish his picture. You have his length but not his
full length. His head is large, covered with a profusion of black hair, which obeys its
instincts, and more strikingly so when he thrusts his very small hand into and all over
it. His forehead is of good height, but the hair grows low upon it; and to me this is the
most becoming manner of its growth. ... His eyes are singularly loquacious and always
begin to talk before he utters a word. His knowledge is more various than I have before
met with. Nothing escapes him. Science and literature are his pleasures. Archaeology
is a favorite pursuit; and his friends frequently send him books ,and specimens which
help his studies.
Channing continues:
He receives a great deal of money, I have heard. But he seems wholly regardless of
money, and as I have further heard, it is only lately that he has begun to accumulate
property. He is paid at the visit, or consultation, which saves him from one of the most
inconvenient offices; charging and collecting fees. It is when the patient is leaving
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him, and by offering his hand for farewell, the fee is deposited in his. We feel both the
inconvenience and the loss in America. I have seen fees paid him. I really think that if
he were subjected to our system he would get no money at all. . . . I said his meals
were often interrupted. His butler brings in cards, notes, letters; "There," says he and
lays by note after note. Then two or three ladies come in. If he be not in, down they
sit on the sofa, and take up books or newspapers. Then gentlemen, with or without
ladies, appear. They are always asked to table by Miss , his sister-in-law, or by
someone else. When the Professor is at table he places them. But he is reading or
eating-or giving bread to a spotted Danish coach-dog named Billy, of fine size and an
unusual pet. I feed him always. Professor Simpson talks to the comers. Thus he learns
of strangers what they want, gets their residence, if visits are wanted, or goes into a
room hardby and sees them alone. His house is very large, and full of rooms-and
always seems inhabited.
Laing-Gordon, Simpson's biographer, quotes an observer at the noon-day
table:
Lords and Commons rub shoulders at his table; the salt of the earth sit down side by
side with the savourless; tweed jostles broadcloth; the town Briton looks askance at his
country-bred compatriot, and both unconsciously shudder at the Briton with no breeding
at all. In one room are assembled together the American of the bluest blood; the
Yankee bagman; the slave-holding Southerner, and even the man of colour hateful to
both alike.... If in one short hour Simpson could thus transform a crowd of frigid
haughty strangers into an assemblage of decent amiable beings, what could he not
achieve in a day, a year, or a life?
Channing had hardly unpacked his bags at No. 52 when the Professor had
asked him to accompany him on a call which kept them up till midnight. At
breakfast the next morning Channing found that his host had been called
out again in the night. But this did not deter them from setting out on a
week-end excursion to the Scottish Highlands. This was accomplished by
rail to Glasgow, fifty miles; open boat to Ellensburg, six miles; coach to
Luss, nine miles; steamer to Tarbit on Loch Lomond where they spent the
night-in all, about a hundred miles. At the hotel as soon as it was found
out that Simpson was in the house he was asked to see the proprietor's
daughter who was ailing and, later on, to treat the proprietor himself.
Channing was asked to consult on both cases, the result being that no bill
was presented to either in the morning. Simpson reminded him that this
was the first money he had earned since leaving America. Before retiring
for the night they had strolled by the lakeside and after eleven had gone to
bed, "like prudent men after a hard day's work." No doubt Channing was
ready for bed. The night previous to his arrival in Edinburgh was spent in
its entirety on the train from London.
After staying the night at Tarbit they drove a few miles to Arrochar on
the northern end of Loch Long. Here they were theguests of Mr. McVicars,
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v retired gentleman who had made a fortune in China. Of the guests Chan-
ning writes: "Our party was a rare one. It consisted of medical men all
attachedto Edinburgh University but one who is of the London University."
He enumerates five professors who climbed aboard the host's carriage as
they bade farewell the next day. If Channing included himself in the five,
the others butone can be identified. They would be Simpson, Robert Christi-
son, William Sharpey, and one other. Christison, later Sir Robert and
world renowned as a toxicologist, was professor of materia medica and
therapeutics at Edinburgh. Previously he had been professor of medical
jurisprudence and in 1828 was important witness in the famous trial of
Burke and Hare. Sharpey occupied the chair of anatomy and physiology at
London. It is possible that the fifth was the surgeon James Syme, a close
friend of Sharpey's and his active correspondent over a lifetime. Later,
Channing was to see a good deal of Syme.
Channing was properly impressed by the McVicars' estate, the hedges,
fruit trees, flower gardens, conservatory, the Elizabethan-type house. To
him McVicars was the perfect Highlander with his bonnet and button. His
lady, too, delighted him. Although Simpson and Channing had had break-
fast at Tarbit, their host ordered another after which a climb of Fairy
Mountain was proposed. Channing, and presumably McVicars, begged off
from this adventure and spent the day walking over the grounds and
watched the progress of the others through a telescope. The dinner and
evening conversation made a particular impression on Channing. The next
day the party was over and they journeyed back to Edinburgh, except
Sharpey, who left them at Hamilton.
The Highland excursion opened the way for other hospitalities in Edin-
burgh. Christison entertained Channing at dinner, apparently a.large one,
for the "company embraced many of the distinguished men of Edinburgh."
In his teaching of medical jurisprudence Channing had long been familiar
with his host's work in this field. He was likewise greatly interested in
Christison's studies of the geology of the Highlands.
Channing was also entertained by the surgeon James Syme whose opera-
tions he had witnessed at the hospital. Syme lived at Millbank near Edin-
burgh. As Crown Professor of Clinical Surgery he, too, attracted many
visitors to Edinburgh. John Brown in his preface to Spare Hours, which
contains the immortal "Rab and His Friends," gives a short but meaningful
picture of Syme whom he served as medical apprentice, Syme being the
surgeon in this finest of dog stories. Syme was no especial friend of Simpson
for they were at odds with each other on many occasions. Syme had been
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the foremost of those who opposed Simpson's election to the chair of mid-
wifery. However, any real feeling between them was eventually dissipated
when Syme became Simpson's physician during a serious illness and again
when Simpson defended Syme after he was publicly attacked by an English
surgeon.
Syme embodied much that would have attracted Channing. He was a
superb surgeon who, says Brown, never wasted a word, a drop of ink, or a
drop ofblood. He was an expert amateur horticulturist interested especially
in growing orchids.
At one of Simpson's dinners Channing met the principal or president of
Edinburgh University-John Lee, then fifty-one years old, who first studied
medicine, receiving his M.D. in 1801, and later entered the ministry, begin-
ninghis career as a parish clergyman. Before his appointment at Edinburgh
he had been professor of moral philosophy at Aberdeen and at St. Andrews.
Channing was much taken with Principal Lee, "whose manners were quiet,
grave without dullness."
As has been noted, for the greater part of Channing's visit, he was
figuratively Simpson's alter ego both in professional and private life. He
was quick to view his celebrated host with the eye of a Boswell. One night
on their way to bed, Simpson showed him his small bedroom which he
referred to as his study. At the head of the bed was a bookcase filled with
books. There was also a moveable gaslight for reading in bed. Channing
was "surprised that he should make his study of his bed; and yet this
simple incident had in it an explanation of the wide knowledge which is
acquired under difficulties." While driving about they would discuss the
cases they had seen together and often they would stop and visit somehistoric
spot for a few minutes. They went to a number of places outside of the city,
on one occasion to Carberry Hill where Queen Mary had surrendered to her
insurgent subjects, another time to Pinkie House, a castle intimately asso-
ciated with important events in Scottish history. These excursions were,
however, usually sandwiched in between clinical pursuits, seeing patients at
the home-clinic, and making professional outside calls. On the day before
leaving Edinburgh Channing records that about ninety persons were at
Simpson's house, among them the Duchess of Devonshire, a name he was
unable to resist mentioning.
At six in the morning of September 15th he and Simpson breakfasted
together and at seven left for the station where Channing took the train for
Liverpool. Simpson "waited until the last bell" before saying his final good-
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bye. Three days later Channing, with 141 other passengers, set sail on the
steamer Canada for America.
Perhaps the most interesting thing about Channing's visit was the event
itself. It was an occasion when two important leaders in medicine working
in the same field had the opportunity of close association. In this instance
it is more than likely that much of their talk was concerned with the opposi-
tion each had faced in the bitter fight to establish anesthesia in childbirth.
No innovation in medicine ever aroused so much antagonism among the
clergy, the laity, and the profession itself. The religious aspect centered in
the primeval curse laid upon woman in Genesis 3:16 which reads in part,
"Unto the woman he said . . . in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children."
Simpson's study of the original Hebrew text enabled him to point out that
sorrow really should be translated toil or physical exertion, as seen in the
text, "in sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life."* The Bible also
presented Simpson with the most powerful argument of all in Genesis 2:21
which reads: "And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam;
and he slept; and He took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh instead
thereof." Most theologians with whom Simpson had to deal found that his
knowledge of Holy Writ was greater than their own. It is pleasant to record
that Thomas Chalmers, the great Scottish divine, stated that the question of
anethesia had no theological aspect and advised Simpson to take no notice of
"small theologians" who opposed its use.
The main objection of the medical opponents was contained in the thesis
that pain in childbirth was "a desirable, salutory, and conservative mani-
festation of life force." There were even extremists who maintained that
anesthesia caused convulsions, paralysis, and even mental derangement.
Simpson and Channing by published clinical studies demonstrated what is
well known today, that anesthetic agents by diminishing excessive pain
oftentimes shorten labor and facilitate delivery.
Channing's most important contribution was his Treatise on Etherization
in Childbirth, of which he said; "It treats of a noble subject-the remedy of
pain." In addition to his argument he published the results of anesthesia in
581 cases of childbirth.
Channing and Simpson never saw each other after bidding goodbye in
1852. Simpson died at fifty-nine in 1870. In a corner of St. Andrew Chapel,
*An interesting sidelight on this question presented itself in 1957 when it was
proposed to introduce into the General Assembly of the International Federation of
Gynecology and Obstetrics, which meets in 1958, a resolution which would give general
endorsement to Simpson's interpretation of Genesis 3: 16.
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Westminster Abbey, near the memorial to Sir Humphry Davy and otlher
scientists, stands his striking bust. Underneath are these words:
To whose genius and benevolence
The world owes the blessings derived
From the use of chloroform for
The relief of suffering.
LAUS DEO
Channing lived for six years after Simpson's death, preserving to an
advanced age his youthful spirit.
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